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THE TANG SHIPWRECK COLLECTION ON DISPLAY AT THE ASIAN CIVILISATIONS MUSEUM,  
NOVEMBER 2015. COURTESY: ASIAN CIVILISATIONS MUSEUM
n November 2015, almost two decades 
after its discovery and excavation, the 
Tang Shipwreck Collection went on display at its 
new, permanent home: the Asian Civilisations 
Museum (ACM) in Singapore. The exhibition 
features the cargo of a 9th century dhow, 
discovered by a trepang (sea cucumber) diver 
off the Indonesian island of Belitung in 1998 
and believed to be the earliest evidence of 
maritime trade between the Tang dynasty 
(618–907) and the Abbasid caliphate (750–
1258) (Krahl et al. 2010).
Since its discovery this dhow and its cargo 
have come to embody contested areas in 
the study of underwater cultural heritage. 
The transformation from submerged cargo 
to permanent museum exhibit prompts 
reflection on the ongoing tensions between 
ethical and commercial approaches to the 
protection and preservation of underwater 
cultural heritage, and the extent to which 
they impact on the heritage landscape and 
legislation in Indonesia.
Excavating the Belitung: the regulatory 
framework
At the time of the Belitung’s discovery, 
Indonesian legislation relating to the 
protection of underwater cultural heritage 
was limited and vague. The 1986 looting of 
the Geldermalsen by British treasure hunter 
Michael Hatcher prompted the Indonesian 
government to establish the National 
Committee for Salvage and Utilization of 
Valuable Cargo Objects from Sunken Ships 
(PanNas BMKT) in 1989. The Geldermalsen, a 
Dutch East India Trading Company vessel, 
sank near Riau, south of Singapore in 1752 
carrying tea, ceramics and gold ingots 
from China to the Netherlands. In 1986, 
its porcelain and gold was auctioned by 
Christie’s Amsterdam for over £10 million. 
 
Meanwhile, Act No. 5 of 1992 mandated the 
protection and preservation of material over 
50 years old and of historic, scientific or 
cultural value – but with no specific mention 
of underwater cultural heritage. 
At an international level, Indonesia ratified 
the 1982 United Nations Convention on the 
Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) in February 1986. 
UNCLOS came into force in 1994, with a 
focus on trade and fishing; provisions for 
underwater cultural heritage were minimal. 
It is within this regulatory context that 
the Belitung, located within the territorial 
zone established by UNCLOS, was legally 
excavated in 1998–1999 under a licence issued 
by PanNas BMKT.
The Belitung carried the largest and most 
intact collection of Tang dynasty ceramics 
found in a single location, and has been said 
to ‘enlarge forever the boundaries of our 
knowledge of Chinese Tang dynasty maritime 
history and of the nature and dimensions of 
early Asian trade’ (Leow 2009). Its location 
so far south is significant for Indonesia, 
as it supports the theory that the ancient 
Indonesian thalassocracy of Sri Vijaya (7th–
14th centuries) was an entrepôt for maritime 
trade between the Middle East, South Asia 
and China (Millbank 2014).
Another Southeast Asian entrepôt
The Belitung also has a contemporary tale to tell. 
Following its sale to Singapore in 2005, 
the Belitung cargo was renamed the Tang 
Shipwreck Collection. This is indicative of 
the politics at play: using ‘Tang’ instead of 
‘Belitung’ disassociates the wreck from its 
find location in Indonesia, and roots it in a 
more broadly Asian past – and one which 
Singapore can more easily lay claim to. The 
section of the ACM website relating to the 
exhibition avoids mentioning Indonesia 
directly; instead, the wreck is said to have 
been discovered ‘southeast of Singapore’, 
and ‘off Belitung Island in the Java Sea’. The 
ACM reminds us that ‘Singapore’s region lay 
at the heart of a global trading network in the 
9th century. The success of Singapore as an 
exchange point of global shipping thus has 
ancient roots’.
Singapore’s claim to prominence in the 
ancient maritime histories of Southeast 
Asia was also evident in a 2011 exhibition 
Shipwrecked: Tang treasures and monsoon 
winds at the ArtScience Museum. Publicity 
materials included waterproof posters placed 
in community pools inviting swimmers to 
‘discover Asia’s sunken past’. The posters 
featured the excavated cargo ‘fashioned in 
the shape of Singapore’. The exhibition gave 
‘historical credence to a position that is crucial 
to Singapore’s self-image today: as a global, 
maritime entrepôt, and the lodestone on 
which Southeast Asia turns’ (Leow 2009).
Controversy: storm in a Tang teacup?
The Shipwrecked exhibition was organised 
in conjunction with the Smithsonian 
Institution, with plans for it to be exhibited 
at the Freer|Sackler in March 2012. However, 
the Smithsonian cancelled the Washington 
leg of the exhibition just months before its 
scheduled opening. The main concern, voiced 
by the Archaeological Institute of America 
(AIA), was that the commercial nature of the 
excavation made it little better than a treasure 
hunt. Museum professionals and academics 
feared damage to the Institution’s reputation.
The Smithsonian found itself caught between 
contradictory imperatives: the desire to make 
historically significant objects visible to the 
public, and the principle that commercial 
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involvement in excavation had tainted the 
objects forever. Rohde believes that the 
Smithsonian was particularly vulnerable to 
external pressures because of its iconic status 
within American culture (Rohde 2013).
The Tang Shipwreck Collection has not become 
the international touring exhibition organisers 
had anticipated. Since the Smithsonian’s 
withdrawal, the exhibition’s only overseas 
showing has been in Canada, when it was 
displayed at the Aga Khan Museum as The 
lost dhow: a discovery from the maritime silk 
route (December 2014 – April 2015). Note 
the different emphasis here, reflecting the 
Aga Khan’s mission as a museum of Islamic 
heritage and minimising both the Indonesian 
and the Chinese connections.
Although it has found a permanent home 
in the ACM’s eponymous Tang Shipwreck 
Gallery, the issues raised by the Belitung 
about underwater cultural heritage in 
Indonesia remain both unresolved and deeply 
polarising.
Protecting wrecks: in situ preservation?
The AIA’s preference for in situ preservation 
drew on the principles of the 2001 UNESCO 
Convention on the Protection of the 
Underwater Cultural Heritage, which 
preferences in situ conservation and stipulates 
that underwater cultural heritage ‘shall not be 
commercially exploited’.
There is evidence that looters were active on 
the Belitung wreck site both before PanNas 
issued a commercial excavation permit, 
and during the monsoon-enforced break in 
operations. Had in situ preservation been 
favoured in Indonesia, the Belitung would 
surely have been destroyed by looters (Flecker 
2002).
Furthermore, the 2001 Convention, which the 
Smithsonian cited as key to their decision to 
cancel the exhibition, was introduced some 
three years after the discovery and excavation 
of the Belitung. This Convention places 
significant resource impositions on states, and 
neither Indonesia nor America is party to it. 
Many countries, including Indonesia, have 
instead introduced their own underwater 
cultural heritage legislation. 
…or better regulation of commercial 
excavators? 
Some observers have urged UNESCO to 
consider public-private partnerships in 
situations where the risk of leaving the wreck 
in situ would expose it to far greater risk from 
looting than would excavating it under permit 
(Coleman 2013). Some commercial operators 
agree that they can ‘safeguard at least selective 
shipwreck histories if professional standards 
are adopted’ (Tjoa-Bonatz 2016b). 
Certainly, a more permissive definition of 
‘commercial excavation’ could incorporate 
certain conditions as part of the licensing 
process such as committing to professional 
archaeological standards and keeping 
excavated objects together for conservation 
and sale purposes. Archaeologist John Miksic 
has suggested that excavated objects are 
registered, even those that are sold, so that 
researchers may access them as required 
(Tjoa-Bonatz 2016a).
In the absence of such alternatives, is 
commercial excavation preferable to in situ 
preservation? Would in situ preservation, 
in Indonesia at least, inevitably result in the 
looting of its underwater cultural heritage, 
and at what cost to the international research 
community? And to what extent is state-
sponsored excavation an option?
In Indonesia such debates are not merely 
theoretical. Indonesia’s underwater cultural 
heritage legislation remains fraught 
with inconsistencies, ambiguities and 
even contradictions. The 1989 legislation 
establishing PanNas BMKT treats underwater 
objects as ‘marine resources’ that can be used 
and recovered but, as Tjoa-Bonatz notes, ‘these 
terms are incompatible with safeguarding 
and protection’ (Tjoa-Bonatz 2016b). As noted 
earlier, heritage legislation from 1992 did not 
mention underwater cultural heritage. More 
recently, Act No. 11 of 2010 makes provisions 
for heritage listings, but thus far not a single 
listing has been made.
In light of these ‘opposing concepts of heritage 
protection issues and the exploitation and 
economic use of archaeological finds’ (Tjoa-
Bonatz 2016b), in 2010 Indonesia placed a 
moratorium on new commercial excavation 
permits. The Ministry of Marine Affairs and 
Fisheries has indicated that 18 applications 
are pending, of which three were agreed 
before the moratorium but now also placed 
on hold. The moratorium was due to expire 
at the end of 2015, pending new laws and 
regulations. To date, these legislative revisions 
have not occurred. Dr Hilmar Farid, recently-
appointed Director General of Culture at 
the Ministry of Education and Culture, has 
spoken about the delay: ‘There are differences 
of views on underwater heritage’.
Had the Belitung been discovered today, a 
commercial excavation permit would not 
have been issued. Nor would the wreck have 
been preserved in situ. The likely result is 
that the objects now on display at the ACM 
would have been looted and sold on the black 
market, to the detriment of the viewing public 
and international scholarship. 
Until legislation relating to underwater 
cultural heritage in Indonesia is streamlined 
and strengthened, the state of underwater 
archaeology will remain, as one observer has 
suggested, ‘shipwrecked’ (Green 2011).
Natali Pearson is a PhD candidate whose research 
is focused on the ethics of cultural heritage in 
Indonesia. She is jointly supervised by the Museum 
and Heritage Studies and Asian Studies programs 
at The University of Sydney. Natali has worked at 
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